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Title: The Metamorphosis of Gertrude and Jo, a Chamber Opera 
 
 
The Metamorphosis of Gertrude and Jo, a Chamber Opera is in one act, and is 
scored for three singers and eight-person chamber ensemble. The libretto by Susanna 
Payne-Passmore is a queer retelling of the myth of Philemon and Baucis from Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses. This tale of an older couple visited by gods was adapted to portray an 
older lesbian couple, visited by a mysterious deity referred to as “The Divine Stranger,” 
who represents the threshold or cusp. The libretto incorporates and adapts text from 
Sappho’s poetry as well, and also includes the Seikilos Epitaph—a 1st to 2nd C. CE 
tombstone inscription that constitutes the oldest surviving complete piece of notated 
music. The opera is written to be sung by non-traditional voices. The roles for the couple 
are intended for older women singers, while the part of The Stranger is for non-
binary/genderqueer people. The Divine Stranger’s part was expressly created for non-
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Non-binary composer and librettist Susanna Payne-Passmore originally conceived 
this project and asked me to set this story to music. The depiction of an older lesbian 
couple is inspired by my two grandmothers, Eleanor Lord and Margaret Wheeler, who 
were devoted partners for over 30 years, and have always been an important part of my 
life. 
The story of the opera is an adaptation of the myth of Philemon and Baucis as 
originally told by Ovid in his Metamorphoses. Susanna’s libretto contains references to 
four poetic fragments by Sappho, which are numbered in the collected edition as nos. 2, 
16, 95, and 96. In particular, the text for Gertrude and Jo’s duet (no. 14) is Susanna’s 
adaptation of Sappho Fragment No. 2, and is based on my own literal translation.  
 
The text of the final aria is my poetic translation of the Seikilos Epitaph. The 
original Greek text of the epitaph and my poetic rendering are as follows: 
 
Ὅσον ζῇς φαίνου 
μηδὲν ὅλως σὺ λυποῦ 
πρὸς ὀλίγον ἔστι τὸ ζῆν 
τὸ τέλος ὁ χρόνος ἀπαιτεῖ. 
 
As long as you live, shine! 
Do not grieve at all. 
Life is but for a short while: 
time demands your end. 
 
This ancient musical epitaph’s original music is quoted entirely in the harp’s first 
entrance in the Prelude at rehearsal letter A (measures 31-38) and also appears in full or 







GERTRUDE (G.) - Mezzo-Soprano 
 
JO (J.) - Contralto 
 
THE DIVINE STRANGER (St.) – Tenor 
 
*The vocal types listed here are approximate. The roles of Gertrude and Jo were meant 
for older women singers (around 55+ years of age) and are written in contrasting ranges 
which can be described as above. The role of The Divine Stranger is intended for a 
nonbinary/genderqueer singer of any vocal type and may be reconfigured for whomever 
takes the role. As written in the current score, the part reflects the vocal range of Kristyn 
Christman-McCarty, for whom it was written. 
 
The original intended cast was: 
Gertrude - Anne Hubble 
Jo - Sondra Kelly 




























This work may be played with single strings or small string sections.  
 
The score is notated in C. 
 
PERFORMANCE NOTE 
The division of this piece into discreet numbers is intended only to facilitate rehearsal and 
to provide a description for the form of the work. All numbers should be played attacca, 
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The Metamorphosis of Gertrude and Jo, 
A Chamber Opera 
 
Libretto by Susanna Payne-Passmore 




Based on “Philemon and Baucis” by Ovid, 
with additional text from Sappho’s poetry 












Jo    
Gertrude’s companion: stubborn, observant, fiercely loyal. Not 
even old age can keep her from doing things her way. 
 
Gertrude  
Jo’s companion: gracious, spirited, playful. Determined to make 
the best of any situation.  
 
The Divine Stranger (Stranger)  




Two old lovers enjoy a simple life together. But their golden years are marred by 
fading health and the gradual deterioration of their home. One day while mending the 
roof, Jo falls, spared from fatal injury by sheer luck. Gertrude reflects on the precarious 
position of their lives: each one is stuck between leaving the other to die alone, or facing 
the other’s grave alone. Sometimes she longs to skip all the uncertainty and simply face 
death together. As she ponders this, a mysterious stranger passes by, asking for a place to 
rest. Gertrude and Jo offer the Stranger food and a place by the hearth to sleep. As they 
all eat together, Jo and Gertrude begin to notice that the scarce meal they prepared has 
not diminished, but remains endlessly refilled. Gertrude is afraid of confronting their 
guest about this, but Jo can’t stand being tricked and demands to know who the Stranger 
is. The Stranger assuages Jo that no harm is intended and reveals themself as a deity of 
thresholds. But they also issue a dire warning to them both: a great flood is coming, one 
that will destroy their home. The Stranger offers to protect Gertrude and Jo from the 
storm, and transports them to a distant mountain. 
 
On the mountain, the Stranger admits that the storm is their fault: when they first 
began their journey, they set a cloud to gather above them, so that their first host would 
be blessed by rain. But for a thousand days, the Stranger was turned away. The gift of 
rain was transformed into a gathering storm, a curse of destruction for the unwitting kind 
host. To make up for this, the Stranger offers another gift: to grant one wish. Gertrude 
confesses that she sometimes wishes she could skip the uncertain years of trouble and 
simply give in to death together with Jo. But Jo refuses this, as she wishes for Gertrude to 
have many more years of good life. They agree that they wish for each other to live 
without loneliness, and the Stranger offers to fulfill this by conferring to each at the 
moment of death the immortality of trees. They accept this gift, but the Stranger warns Jo 





wasn’t luck that kept her from fatal injury, but the Stranger, keeping her from passing 
through the threshold of death. The Stranger offers to allow her to pass through more 
slowly to give her and Gertrude more time together, but Jo, knowing that she will be able 
to watch over Gertrude and remain by her side, accepts her end. As the Stranger sends 
them back home, Gertrude struggles to accept this decision. They look around together at 
the beautiful sight of their home, and Jo transforms into a tree, overarching their 
doorway. 
 
The seasons pass, and Gertrude finds herself growing frailer, but still in good 
spirits. One day, she stands in front of the tree, intertwining her fingers in its branches. 
Her transformation begins, and by the end, the two trees form an arch over the doorway 







































The Metamorphosis of Gertrude and Jo 





As long as you live, shine! 
 
2) INTRODUCTION AND ARIA 
 
Jo stands on the top rung of a wooden ladder, re-thatching their cottage’s old 
roof. As she works, she sings a working song. 
 
Jo:  Some say the golden fields of flax1 
are the most beautiful sight to behold. 
Others say it’s the glittering dew at dawn. 
But I would sooner see my lover’s smile, 
softer than flax and sweeter than dew. 
 
Some say that golden tongues of flame 
fall most pleasingly upon the ear. 
Others love the rage of a charging storm. 
But I would sooner hear the howl of my love’s laughter, 
fiercer than fire and richer than thunder. 
 
Some find the lyre’s golden melody 
the most rewarding thing to catch. 
Others say it’s the favor of a fish-filled net. 
But I would rather catch the glint of Gertrude’s eyes 




Gertrude walks through the gate into their garden carrying an apple. 
 
Gertrude: Look Jo! I plucked this little blushing apple from the lowest bough of the 
lowest tree. 
 
Jo: Too low for orchardmen’s eyes. 
 
Gertrude: But I am stooped so low, the tree bestowed its offering to me. I plucked it off, 
and what a gift! More fragrant than incense and softer than roses.  
 
 





Jo: My love, it cannot be sweeter than your description. 
 
Gertrude:  Perhaps. Come and taste it with me! 
 




Gertrude rushes to her side, fearing the worst, but checks herself when she sees that Jo’s 
alive, and walks over calmly. 
 
Gertrude: I’m here with you! Are you all right? 
 
Jo: Only bruised. 
 
Jo goes inside, rubbing her aching hip. Gertrude remains, agitated and wringing her 
hands. 
 
4) MONOLOGUE AND ARIA  
 
Gertrude:  What terrible fate just flashed through my mind! So real, so near, as though 
only the thinnest veil were drawn between today and the end of everything. It is lovers’ 
fate that one must wait alone on the far side of Acheron. Yet it is surely the worse fate to 
be stuck here and have to bury her! I can’t bear the thought of it. Yet I cannot bear to 
leave Jo to that fate either! 
 
[Aria] 
Sometimes I long to rest below the earth, 
to lie upon the dewy, lotus-covered banks 
of Acheron2 with you: 
to skip uncertain years of strife and pain, 
to make a good end of our lives together, 
so that one will never leave the other to die alone. 
Sometimes I long to rest below the earth, 
to lie upon the dewy, lotus-covered banks 




Just then, it starts to rain lightly. Gertrude looks up to see a small, cloaked stranger 
appearing out of the rising mist. She seizes the opportunity for distraction from her dark 
thoughts. 
 
Stranger: You have the look of one whose thoughts are heavy. 
 





Gertrude: Greetings, Stranger! Do not let my burdens trouble you. What brings you out 
here, so far from town or tavern? 
 
Stranger: Just passing through. 
 
Gertrude: Ah, a traveler then. Would you care to join us for supper?  
 
Stranger: I could not trouble you so. 
 
Gertrude: It is no trouble! My wife and I would so enjoy the pleasure of new company. 
Please, join us, and forget the rain for a few long hours. And if it isn’t fit to sleep outside, 
stay the night at our hearth. 
 
Stranger: Your hospitality is humbling.  
(aside) Could it be my wandering is at an end? 
From house to house, from coast to coast, I’ve roamed 
looking for a meal, a place to stay. 
But every night, I have been turned away. 
 
Gertrude opens the door to the house. They enter together.        
 
Gertrude: (excitedly shouting) Jo, we have a visitor! Come welcome our guest! 
 
Jo: My dear, we have so little to eat, and I ache from the fall. What kind of meager 
hospitality can we offer this stranger tonight? 
 
 
6) ARIETTA AND DUETTINO 
 
Gertrude: Come Jo… 
What little we have is still enough to share: 
the leftovers of a humble supper, garden-grown,  
warmed by the embers of an old hearth’s persistent fire, 
fed by the broken-off reeds of our still-thatched roof, 
 
Jo:  Our still thatched roof! 
 
Gertrude:  
held up by the breath 
of easy conversation     Jo:   Held up by the breath  
                of easy conversation 
made by those too old to care. 
         made by those too old to care. 
Gertrude:  
What little we have is still enough to share. 





Jo and the Stranger sit by the fire. Gertrude prepares the meal. 
 
Jo: What little we have is still enough to share: 
 three chairs, a table and a cloth, threadbare, 
 
Gertrude and Jo: 
 but rich in memories of suppers past. 
 
Gertrude hands Jo a bowl.  
 
Jo: Oh damn, I can’t steady it. Gertrude wraps her hands around Jo’s and places the 
bowl on the table. My hands become as gnarled as branches. 
Stranger, tell us, where have you been traveling? 
 
7)  ARIA 
 
Stranger:  
I have wandered long ‘cross field and mountain 
following the sun’s long dusky path 
with wild root my daily sustenance, 
the hillside as my pillow, and the wind 
my compass rose, the sun, the stars, the moon 
my only true companions. 
But for now, my wandering is ended. 
Stayed by your full hearts and generous hands 
You, who have a little more than I, 
offer me what all those richer have denied. 
A home, a hearth, a haven, and a smile. 
 




[They eat and quietly converse.] 
 
9) SCENE: DUET AND TRIO 
 
Jo: Moving away from the table. Gertrude, help me fill my bowl.  
 
They move away.  
 
Jo: Something isn’t right with the food. Have you noticed? 
 
Gertrude: Noticed what?  
 





Gertrude: Oh Jo, we are just two old women and a traveler! How much can we possibly 
eat? Relax and enjoy the evening. She walks back to the table.  
 
The rain intensifies to a pounding torrent. Thunder rumbles. 
 
Jo: (standing up at the table.) Gertrude…. 
 
Gertrude: Oh Jo, we’re having such a lovely time. Let’s just enjoy ourselves this 
evening! 
 
Jo: (grumbling to herself.) But we must have eaten it all many times over by now!  
 
Gertrude: (to the Stranger) Please, don’t mind. Help yourself to more - we seem to have 
made more than we thought. 
 
Jo: Unable to contain herself, she confronts the stranger. What is the meaning of this? 
What trick do you play on two old women who just want to be left alone? 
 
Stranger: Do not be afraid, Jo, for I mean you no harm. Nor you, Gertrude.  
 
10) ARIETTA AND SCENE 
 
Stranger: [Arietta] I only wish to express my gratitude to you both for your hospitality. 
For I have wandered long in this land of yours, and no one offered me what you did 
tonight. 
 
Jo:  A spirit! 
 
Gertrude: Or a god... 
 
Stranger: The gods no longer walk on earth. I am just a keeper of thresholds. All who 
live on the cusp are under my domain.  But I must also share a warning with you. 
Tonight, there will be a great flood across all the land. If you want to live, take shelter on 
the mountain with me. 
 
Gertrude: A flood? It’s not possible. Our land is too high, and our rivers too meager. 
 
Jo: Gertrude, we should trust this stranger’s words. The patterns of our world are 
changing. Nature’s wrath becomes ever more extreme. We should head this warning, 
impossible though it may seem. 
 
Gertrude: We’ll go with you.  
 






The Stranger motions them outside, where they discover huge puddles and a torrent 
rushing along the road.  
 
Stranger: Take my hand, and we will be there in a moment.  
 
They clasp hands. The Stranger walks one step and they are far away. 
 
Gertrude: Oh, we’re there already! How is it possible? 
 
Stranger: I made one place the threshold of another. Just as I kept your wonderful food 
on the threshold of emptiness. 
 
Jo: Gertrude is right though: this storm is unseasonable. 
 
Gertrude: Perhaps you know the cause, Stranger? You knew it was coming. 
 
Stranger: (remorsefully) Yes, I knew. But rest assured, I will restore your home, no 




At first when I set out, I sought to bless 
each host with rain and set a small cloud gathering 
 over as I walked across the lands. 
From house to house, and coast to coast, I roamed. 
 
Each evening, I asked for a meal, a place to stay, 
but every night again was turned away. 
And so the cloud did gather for a thousand days, 
a blessing turned into destruction. 
  
Thus, your warm hearths’ many blessings 
released the clouds’ long pent-up stores. 
Now, a thousand wandering nights of rain 
will fall tonight in one swift storm, 
washing the cold world clean to start anew. 
 
But for your full hearts and generous hands, 
you, who have so little more than I, 
offering what all those richer have denied: 
a home, a hearth, a haven, and a smile, 








12) SCENE, ARIA AND DUET 
 
Stranger: Gertrude, Jo, what would you ask of me? (gently) Gertrude, perhaps you have 
something in mind. 
 
Gertrude: What could it possibly be? 
Stranger: Something that you were wishing for as I walked by? 
 
Gertrude: Oh dear. But I cannot speak of that here. 
 
Stranger: You must speak of it someday. Why not here? 
 
Jo: What is it, my love? 
 
Gertrude: Jo, I must confess that when you fell, I was so afraid you had died. I wish 
never to see your tomb, to bury you. Yet I cannot bear to outlive you! Fate serves me two 
equally impossible ends. 
 
 [Aria] 
And so I sometimes long to rest below the earth with you, 
to lie upon the dewy, lotus-covered banks 
of Acheron together. Skip uncertain years of strife 
and pain! Make good our end of life together,  
so that one is never left to die alone. 
 
I am afraid of your dying, afraid of being left behind without companion. Let my life end 
with yours. 
 
Jo: End with mine? I’ll never agree to it! You must live your life.  
I share your fears: I too wish never to see your grave, never to make you have to bury me. 
But- 
 
Gertrude: (interrupting) Then let the same hour take us both. 
 
Jo: No, my dear, you misunderstand me. 
 
13) ARIETTA AND SCENE 
 
Jo: Softer than flax and sweeter than dew,  
 fiercer than fire and richer than thunder, you,  
 more radiant than music and brighter than the sea, 
 how can you think to leave this world so early 
 on account of only me, 
 when you bring such beauty to each day?  






Gertrude: I wish the same for you. 
 
Jo: Then perhaps it is wiser to wish freely for what we truly desire than against what we 
most fear, even if we do not know what it means. 
 
Stranger:  I cannot take away the loneliness of losing your companion, but I can stop 
death at its cusp. Yet a death half-accomplished is grisly. Instead, I can give you the 
power of something that is alive, yet does not die: the immortality of trees. Would you 
consent to this? 
 
Gertrude: (Looking at Jo) To wait for me without the pain of growing frail... 
 
Jo: (to Gertrude) To watch your final years without the burden of my helplessness... 
 
Gertrude and Jo: We agree to it. 
 
Stranger: Then it shall be. But Jo, I must speak to you of one more matter. 
 
Jo: I think I know what you allude to . . . that my time is borrowed. 
 
Stranger: It is as you suspect. 
 
Gertrude: What’s wrong? 
 
Jo: (to Gertrude) When I fell off that ladder, I knew I should have been gravely 
wounded, but was not. It was only the intervention of our friend that saved me. Gertrude, 




Stranger: But you do not need to accept that end today. I cannot help you recover, but I 
can slow your passage towards death. 
 
Jo: (after a pause) A slow death, growing more frail and more frustrated each day. That 
is not for me. I will accept my fate. Gertrude, (taking her hands) I will be right beside 
you, waiting for you, watching over you every day.  
 
Stranger: Whenever you are ready, the change will begin. Come, take my hand, and we 
will be home.  
 
14) INTRODUCTION, DUET AND SCENE  
 
[Instrumental Introduction] 
Gertrude, still upset, takes their hands tentatively. They step together and Gertrude and 
Jo arrive in front of their home. The Stranger has disappeared. Gertrude and Jo look 





Gertrude and Jo: 
 [Duet] 3 
Come hither to us, sacred home, 
perfumed with an old hearth’s smoky incense, 
and nestled between delightful groves 
where cold waters rush through apple-laden boughs. 
Here, all is shadowed by roses, 
 and a deep sleep flows down from their quivering leaves. 
 Among them, meadows of flowers, horse-grazed, 
 burst with spring blooms, as winds gently sigh. 
Beyond an archway, gleams the rosy-cheeked moon, 
surpassing all the stars.  
 
They embrace and kiss, and Jo slowly transforms into a tree in Gertrude’s arms. 
 
15) POSTLUDE: INTERLUDE, SCENE AND FINAL ARIA  
 
[Instrumental Interlude] 
The seasons change. Gertrude comes out, now much older and frailer, but in good spirits. 
She sits for a moment, then gets up, standing across from Jo’s tree.  
 
Gertrude: Jo, I feel you right beside me, watching over me every day. 
 
She intertwines her fingers in the branches and begins to transform. 
 
Stranger: 
 [Final Aria]4 
As long as you live, shine! 
Do not grieve at all. 
Life is but for a short while: 
time demands your end. 
 
 
3 The text for this duet is an adaptation of Sappho, Fragment 2. The final line is adapted from Fragment 96. 
4 This text is the Seikilos Epitaph, trans. Samuel Lord Kalcheim 
